5. The Program’s Details
5.1    Ben-Gurion University as the pivot point of Beer-Sheva and the Region

In the course of the last decade numerous new study programs have been developed at the University.  Among them: biomedical engineering and pharmacology, communications, biotechnological engineering, information systems engineering and software engineering, computer engineering, electro-optical engineering, and more.  These programs attract a great number of students who constitute a potential base for future permanent Negev residents.  As mentioned above, the students’ population has grown by 171% during the last ten years.  The University is a magnet, a central pivot in the Negev that is capable of leading initiatives that will cause development and change the area.  The key issues that need to be promoted within the plan for a New Israel in the Negev are:

· The Hi-Tech Park

· The National Institute of Biotechnology

· Increasing the scope of operations

The Hi-Tech Park

Ben-Gurion University initiated the establishment of a hi-tech park that will serve as a major employment impetus for the development of Beer-Sheva and the Negev region and for changing its occupational structure.  Together with the City’s municipality, plans were devised to establish an academic-industrial park for research and development in the following fields:

· Electronics

· Computers

· Biotechnology

· Medicine

· Engineering

Israel’s Land Authority has allocated 600 dunam for the hi-tech park.  In the initial stage, 50,000 square meters will be built and 10,000 engineers and scientists will be working there on research and development; 20,000 additional people will be employed in a semi-professional capacity and in relevant services.  Most of the R&D people will be University’s graduates, who will remain in the area after completing their studies.

The National Institute of Biotechnology

A ministerial committee for science and technology decided in October 2000 to create the National Institute of Biotechnology in Beer-Sheva.  In the coming three years, the Institute’s operation will be based on some 70 scientists and 130 research graduate students; it will be operating a unique technological incubator for biotechnological enterprises; and it will serve as a professional source for the industrial R&D centers operating in the adjacent hi-tech park.  The government will invest $33 million in the next 3 years, and an additional $6 million in each of the ensuing years.  The University has committed to raise $20 million.

Increasing the Scope of the University’s Activity

The objective is to have a student body of 20,000 by the year 2006, with an expanded ratio of graduate students, of whom two- thirds will be in hi-tech and biotech fields.

  5.2   Developing a variety of housing opportunities in the Beer-Sheva metropolitan area

The number of housing units has doubled in the Negev’s urban settlements in the course of the last ten years.  Construction has focused on providing affordable facilities, with no consideration for the variety of housing opportunities and public space (i.e. open spaces, public institutions, appearance, unique identity, etc.)  Thus, many neighborhoods were erected with similar apartments and without proper infrastructure.

In order to absorb the hi-tech park’s workers in the area, qualitative and unique housing networks are needed, with a high level of development. This requires preserving the topographical structure while taking into account climatic conditions and cultivating desert gardens.

There are already approved plans in the city of Beer-Sheva for building 30,000 new housing facilities.  There are an additional 30,000 units in various stages of planning.

Beer-Sheva can potentially build 25,000 additional housing units in new peripheral suburbs (Irra, Hidan, Yatir, etc.), and village settlements (mostly Moshavim). For the Bedouin settlements there are plans to add an additional 15,000 units.  The various plans offer an opportunity to double the number of Negev residents in Beer-Sheva and its immediate surroundings.

5.3 Developing Transportation Infrastructure on Three Levels: International, National and  

              Regional  

The Negev’s transportation infrastructure has improved in recent years: existing roads were expanded, new roads were paved and Israel’s Train Authority is operating 32 trains per day (16 in each direction between Beer-Sheva and Tel-Aviv).  Improving connections with the Center of the country promotes the welfare of the Negev’s residents by offering them greater employment and recreation opportunities.

In order to create a self-sustaining market in the Negev based on economic viability, there is a need for a modern transportation infrastructure on all levels and with all the available means.

The International Level

An international airport at the Nevatim airbase should be developed.  The Nevatim airfield is situated on a military base 20 minutes east of Beer-Sheva.  Israel currently has only one international airport, Ben-Gurion Airport at Lod whose capacity no longer suits the growing needs.  Expansion work done at Ben-Gurion Airport began in 1998 and should be completed no earlier than the end of 2003.  This expansion was delayed for many years due to the objection of the nearby settlements.

The Nevatim airfield has three major advantages:

1. A business inclination – The Negev’s authorities are very interested in promoting an international airport in Nevatim.

2. Location – The distance between the Nevatim airfield and Tel Aviv is similar to the distance from Heathrow airport to London.  One-third of Israel’s hotel rooms are in the Negev with one third of the entire country’s tourists visiting the region’s special sites, such as the Dead Sea area and Eilat.

3. Night flights – It is entirely feasible that, in the future, nightly air transport from Lod airport will be limited, due to its proximity to populated area, whereas the Nevatim field is removed from populated areas.

The National Level

Flight – There are many landing strips in the Negev for civil flights but there is no proper airport with a capacity to receive passengers. That is why there is a need to develop a national airfield (for internal flights) in the existing Yemen Field, 10 minutes west of Beer-Sheva.

Roads – Beer-Sheva is connected to the Center of the country via Route 40, an overloaded highway with no multilevel intersections in the Negev Region.  The Trans-Israel Highway, designed as a toll charging, multilevel intersected highway, is supposed to ease the transportation overload.  Currently, only on the middle section is being developed by a private entrepreneur.  The Southern portion of the highway will run from the industrial area of Ramat Hovav to Tel Aviv.

Railways – The plan is to upgrade the railway between Beer-Sheva and Tel Aviv, to cut travel time from 80 to 40 minutes, and to double the number of trains daily. Improvements should include the building of a train station in the Hi-Tech Park that will replace the station currently existing at the City’s northern entrance.  The budget required for building a new station is estimated at $16 million. 

5.4 Cultivating Human Resources through the Educational System

The Negev is a young region and in the coming years many people will be joining the workforce.  The data on the region’s scholastic achievements point to considerable gaps. There are settlements where the majority of pupils succeed in their matriculation exams and have no problem getting admitted to the higher education system (e.g. Arad, Omer, Lehavim, Meitar).  But there are other settlements where the rate of success is pitiful, with only a pittance of students achieving higher learning (e.g.: Tel Sheva, Ofakim, Netivot, etc.).  Altogether, the data points to tremendous human potential that has yet to be realized.

The University is working diligently on nurturing the Negev’s educational system, so as to be able to absorb the area’s residents within its framework.  A five-year plan for making higher education more accessible is due to begin this year, encompassing 1,500 high school pupils from the 10th – 12th grades.

5.5   Involving the Bedouin Population in the Development Processes

Israel’s governments have focused their efforts in developing the Negev on the Jewish population, failing to cater to the needs of the traditional Bedouin population, which needed housing and infrastructure and had additional difficulties being absorbed into the work force.  As a result, large socio-economic gaps evolved in the region.  In several locations throughout the Negev there is a close physical proximity between settlements at the top and bottom of Israel’s social-economic ladder: Omer near Tel Sheva, Meitar near Hura and Lehavim near Lagia and Rahat.  This proximity coupled with the socio-economic gap creates tremendous tensions, resulting in alienation of the Bedouin and increasing delinquency.

The principles of social justice demand immediate attention.  The needs are:

· The planning and building of permanent settlements for the Bedouin, in accordance with various government decisions.

· Advancing the existing settlements by developing their infrastructure, public areas and institutions.

· Developing the education system from nursery school through high school.

· Establishing a pre-academic Bedouin college. 

· Cultivating local leadership.

· Promoting economic entrepreneurship.

· Advancing the status of Bedouin women in all areas: education at all levels (including higher education), employment and entrepreneurship.

5.6    Summary of the Five-Point Plan

Metaphorically speaking, the five points are like cornerstones:  All are needed in coordination to ensure success. 

Ben-Gurion University of the Negev plays a major role in:

· Promoting a move to change the employment and social structure of the Negev;

· Developing human resources;

· Involving the Bedouin population in the development processes.

The pre-conditions for implementing this program are:

· The development of a suitable transportation infrastructure in the Negev at all levels and by all means;

· The development of attractive housing areas.

· The development of a competitive primary and secondary education system.

The program’s components clearly cannot be separated and must be implemented simultaneously.

